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Scientists, Policymakers, and a Climate of Uncertainty
FRED POWLEDGE
Can research gain a foothold in the politics of climate change?
C limate change-fears of it; predictions about it; proposed reactions to it; and in some cases, denials of it-is a momentous issue for humanity, and it promises to become even more important. However, despite its importance-and mountains of scientific research on the topic-real progress by those with the means to address climate change has been slow in coming.
The warming climate, with its accompanying intense weather, rising seas, and wrenching changes in agriculture, human health, and ecosystems in general, is not a recent discovery. Scientists and policymakers have been talking about it for decades. Climate scientists have produced reams of information about the change that is upon us-some showing that the shift is well under way, some offering ideas about how to cope with it by mitigating its effects or by adapting to it. Scientists are starting to develop the tools necessary to discover links between global change and specific local events, such as floods and droughts.
Much of the US-based research is directed at people who make political decisions: members of Congress, the president, state legislators, municipal officials. But whereas the flow of information from scientists has been copious, the response from policymakers, research, monitoring, assessment of effects, and information utilization." Today, after dozens of data-heavy reports on climate change, bolstered by the work of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), the crisis remains unaddressed, in large part because the issue has become a partisan arguing point-increasingly so as a presidential election looms. In April 2011, the House of Representatives considered action stating that "Congress accepts the scientific findings… that climate change is occurring, is caused largely by human activities, and poses significant risks for public health and welfare." The national legislators voted the proposition down 240 to 184, largely along party lines.
Scientists who study climate change, then, are left with the following question: How do we communicate in a meaningful way with policymakers? including those at the topmost positions in government, has been minuscule. Interest in preparing for climate change seems to have been superseded by concerns about the economy. But the problems of a changed climate march on (see National Research Council definitions box), and at some point, policymakers will have to deal with them.
As far back as 1978, Congress passed the National Climate Program Act in response to a need "to assist in the understanding and response to natural and man-induced climate processes and their implications." The legislation stated that "Congress finds and declares" that "an ability to anticipate natural and man-induced changes in climate would contribute to the soundness of policy decisions in the public and private sectors," and that "the United States lacks a well-defined and coordinated program in climate-related BioScience 62: 8-13. © 2012 F. Powledge. ISSN 0006-3568, electronic ISSN 1525 -3244. All rights reserved. doi:10.1525 /bio.2012 National Research Council definitions.
Climate change, in the United States and elsewhere, covers most areas of the human experience. A report from the US National Research Council lists the following areas of concern: changes in the climate system; sea-level rise and its effects on the coastal environment; freshwater resources; ecosystems, ecosystem services, and biodiversity; agriculture and aquaculture; public health; cities and the "built environment"; transportation systems; energy systems; solar radiation management; national and human security; and climate policy. "We can't do much about politics," said Matson in an interview, "other than to keep reminding people that there is a huge amount of evidence about climate change, its causes, and the risks associated with it. Decisionmakers of all sorts will need to decide if they want to take the risks and expose future generations to even greater risks, but scientists can do our best to provide the best and most clear information about those risks and uncertainties. We can also help by providing viable options for reducing those risks-options that make sense from social, economic, technical, and environmental perspectives. The Advancing report calls for more research designed to develop such options and thus support decisionmakers who want to respond to the risks of climate change by limiting it and adapting to it."
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In practically all of the heavyweight studies of climate change, including those in the National Academies quartet, the panelists assumed that the federal government is the logical leader in climate policymaking, if only because climate does not respect local boundaries (or international ones either). But there are scant signs of leadership from federal officials, and there is active opposition to any climate action (or even the notion that climate change exists) among some national legislators.
Progress at the federal level, says Peter Raven, cochair of the National Academies panel Informing Decisions and Actions, is missing. His panel recommended that the federal government create "comprehensive, robust, and credible information systems to inform climate choices and evaluate their effectiveness." "My impression," said Raven recently, "is that it hasn't happened. The United States is the only nation in the world where serious doubt is expressed about the scientific conclusion that the climate is warming rapidly and that human beings are the principal underlying factor. That kind of anti-intellectualism can only hurt as we try to maintain our standing in science and technology against some very stiff competition internationally."
For more information. Smizik believes that climate change is going to affect "every corner of our lives," is already creating problems, and is "one of the most complex and interrelated problems we face. And that makes it even more of a challenge to confront." In an interview, the legislator praised the state's framework report both for its "long-term and far-reaching strategies" and for the "small, incremental improvements we can make at little or no cost. This aspect of the report makes the necessary task of climate adaptation seem more feasible." Does this mean that Massachusetts's policymakers will rush to enact laws to deal with the well-documented menace? "Ideally, the need to adapt to climate change will be taken seriously, and these strategies will be swiftly transformed into reality in Massachusetts," said Smizik. "Realistically, it won't be that easy. My job as the Chair of the House Committee on Global Warming and Climate Change is to advocate for the strategies that I think are not only most effective but also the most politically feasible at this time. I could see some of the more shortterm, cost-effective strategies making progress in the State House as legislative packages. Meanwhile, some strategies will be directly implemented by state agencies.
"I feel these issues are very pressing and they warrant our immediate attention. But… the legislating and governing process takes time, with good reason. The release of this adaptation report is an important step for our state, but it's hard to say how quickly or slowly these adaptation measures will become law. The economic climate is such that legislators are very focused on job creation and the like, and environmental issues are often pushed to the back burner in this situation."
The state of Washington is another place where policymakers take climate change seriously. Hedia Adelsman is the director of the state's Department In Connecticut, the Governor's Steering Committee on Climate Change says that it is "working with stakeholders" and "assessing the impacts of climate change." However, the committee's Web site devotes approximately half of its space to thanking the company that designed its logo.
Massachusetts has made a more strenuous effort. In September 2011, the state sent a report to its legislature in which the expected impacts were analyzed and suggestions were made for reactions to them. The proof of the pudding in Massachusetts, as in the nation as a whole, lies in what happens after the recommendations go Feature findings. "But the real challenge comes not when you recommend strategic changes but when you get down to the nuts and bolts of implementing programs." One potential obstacle, he said, could come if 13 agencies, which together receive $2.8 billion in global change research funds, are asked not only to funnel their work through a single office-his-but are made to redirect their agencies' funding as well. "If we were to take this level of enterprise and now say that it is no longer just coordinated but actually run out of my office, with all the resources coming to my office, that would be a big change in our collective way of doing business, to say the least," said Armstrong. "USGCRP is the 13 agencies, and the 13 agencies are USGCRP. The current confederation of 13 agencies gives them ownership and a true piece of leadership of this remarkable program. I would be concerned that in redirecting their fiscal resources, we would be taking away the ownership and investment of 13 federal agencies who use their research and operational funds… to meet 13 agencies' mission mandates. In effect, we would be taking the USGCRP out of what makes this program so strong: the agencies themselves."
The middle communicators Science faces several hurdles in delivering climate information to policymakers. An obvious one is the climate change deniers, who can produce distrust of all science in the minds of some lawmakers. Another is the difficulty of conveying levels of scientific uncertainty, which scientists handle by expressing their projections, as does the IPCC, in degrees of confidence, such as very high confidence (a 9 out of 10 chance), medium confidence (5 out of 10), very low confidence (less than 1 out of 10), and so on.
To deal with communication matters such as these and many more, there has arisen a system of "middlemen," or for a better term, "middle communicators." These can be government agencies, such as the groups that produced the problem as a water-availability issue-if we are going to face a major issue with water available for irrigation; for municipal, for our fish, the salmon-you get people to listen. If you talk about it as global warming, it's immediately, 'go away.' "It's kind of sad to not call it by what it is, but it's much easier to communicate with the public and with the policymaker if you put it in these terms." Some, including the authors of the National Research Council's panel Advancing the Science of Climate Change, think that a likely source of federal leadership can come, with a few modifications, from an existing organization: the US Global Change Research Program (USGCRP), which was created in 1989 as a presidential initiative by George H. W. Bush. USGCRP coordinates and integrates the global change work of 13 agencies, from the US Department of Agriculture to the US Department of Defense to the US Environmental Protection Agency and the Smithsonian Institution.
Thomas Armstrong, of the White House Office of Science and Technology Policy, is USGCRP's executive director. In an interview, he said that he certainly agreed with the panels' of Ecology. Her predecessor in that job was Christine Gregoire, who went on to become the state's attorney general and then governor. Adelsman credits Gregoire with helping move climate awareness into action. Also, the University of Washington produced an exhaustive examination of climate change and ways to react to it that has served as a vital resource for legislators and other policymakers.
Even though Washington is more environmentally conscious than most other states, economic troubles have hampered action on the climate front. "The conversation is not as active as it used to be," said Adelsman in an interview, "[for] a couple of reasons: One of them-no surprise-is all the budget problems that the state is facing. And when you talk about the impact of climate change, people really see it as in the future. And right now we have all these urgent problems facing us. Some of the impacts that would be due to climate change… people don't see as something that's happening now. They see it as happening a little bit more in the future. So they feel like they can get back to it later… But the communication continues.
"It all depends on how you describe it," she said. "If you are describing Feature into action." The current drought is an example of this, as is forest mortality in the western United States and Canada. But on many other levels, the science of climate change has had a much rougher reception. North Carolina was one of several states that became active in the issue of climate change around 2005. State lawmakers passed, and then-Governor Mike Easley signed, a bill establishing the 34-member Legislative Commission on Global Climate Change and charging it with addressing the problems of global warming, as well as with looking into ways to mitigate the threats and with investigating the potential of carbon markets. The commission worked for five years and came up with 42 recommendations. At the end of that time, the North Carolina legislature failed to allow the commission to continue its work.
State Representative Pricey Harrison, who was cochair of the commission, now says that industry clout doomed the effort. "Industry pressures the state action plans, or state agencies such as Hedia Adelsman's in Washington, and federal executive-branch agencies such as the USGCRP itself. Or they can be quasiacademic, quasigovernmental organizations, such as the eight regional Climate Science Centers that were established in 2009 by the US Department of the Interior. The centers are led by the US Geological Survey and hosted by one or more universities.
Another significant area of communication is provided by private foundations and nongovernmental organizations-among them, the Pew Center on Global Climate Change, which has been working since 1998 to gather and distribute information on climate change. Another, CAKE (for Climate Adaptation Knowledge Exchange), an undertaking of Island Press and EcoAdapt, maintains a "shared knowledge base for managing natural systems in the face of rapid climate change." The database, which contains a large compendium of tips for communities seeking techniques for adaptation, contains dozens of case studies from around North America.
The middle communicators appear to be having some success in getting scientific information into the hands of those who already want to use it in their decisionmaking. Daniel Ferguson, program director at the Tucson-based Climate Assessment for the Southwest, part of a regional sciences program run by the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, says that it helps that "we are more commonly working with decisionmakers much closer to the ground in terms of decisions that may be able to utilize scientific insights for something more akin to real-time decisionmaking.… We certainly find people who are actively seeking out scientific information to make decisions that help them deal with climate." Many of these decisions relate to the drought that has enveloped the region for years and are vital to policymakers who deal with water availability.
Ferguson's organization does a lot of its communicating when public and private groups, including tribal organizations, invite a staff member to give a talk. Workshops are also useful for spreading scientific knowledge about adaptation and mitigation. To a great extent, then, Ferguson's audience is presold on the idea that climate change is important. These are "interested parties who have, for one reason or another, recognized climate variability or climate change as something they really need to learn more about or… factor into their operations. Sometimes it's because there's a mandate to pay attention to climate"; since 2009, agencies of the US Department of the Interior have been under secretarial orders now to make climate change part of their work. "Sometimes it's because an individual feels like their organization is especially vulnerable to the impacts of climate, and they want to learn more so they can begin to address this internally. Sometimes it's because an organization or government agency has observed a disturbing climate impact that forces them got in the way of the scientific evidence and stifled any momentum for doing anything about North Carolina's pursuing a low-carbon future," she said in an e-mail interview. "We had a difficult time from the start with the automobile industry, investorowned utilities, forestry association, Farm Bureau, manufacturers, Chamber of Commerce, [and so on]. They all teamed up and fought every effort to recommend anything of substance.
We had a very large stakeholder group convened, and it was quite balanced, so it was difficult to operate without consensus." Even with consensus, she said, anything that did make it out of her committee "was DOA at the legislature." Harrison says that strong opposition to progress came from conservative and libertarian groups such as the John Locke Foundation and conservative philanthropist Art Pope, who Harrison called "our own version of the Koch Brothers." (The Koch brothers, wealthy US industrialists, are major funders of conservative and libertarian causes.) "It was quite frustrating," she said. "I could barely get an innocuous bill passed that required that our state agencies review the impact of climate change and make recommendations as to policy changes and other procedures. There wasn't even any appetite to deal with adaptation-because I guess that meant we would be acknowledging that climate change is an issue in North Carolina.
"North Carolina will see little to no activity to address climate change while the current leadership is in place. Unfortunately. This is particularly troubling, since we are the third most vulnerable coast in the country to sealevel rise," she said. In addition, the state is "ground zero" for hurricanes and has also experienced "terrible droughts" and "crazy snowfalls." Moreover, Harrison said, "We are one of the biggest emitters of greenhouse gas[es], at around 24th in the world-more than many similarly sized countries."
She added that the state has managed to pass a number of clean-energy policies and has effectively reduced its carbon footprint. The selling point for those measures was jobs. For climate change legislation to advance on its own merits, she said, "I am afraid we will need federal leadership." As the climate warms, hardwood trees out-compete evergreen trees that are adapted to colder conditions. Source: US Global Change Research Program (www.globalchange.gov).
